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Aaron Lerner: A Mentor and Friend
In 1972, I was fortunate enough to be invited to be a first-year 
resident in the dermatology department at Yale for the next year 
and possessed just enough wisdom to accept. At Yale, Aaron 
Lerner had assembled an extraordinary group of full-time fac-
ulty members that at the time included his wife, Marguerite 
Lerner, Irwin Braverman, Joseph McGuire, Sidney Klaus, and 
D. Martin Carter. I spent two formative years as a dermatology 
resident, from 1973 to 1975.
For the Yale residents, the approach to learning dermato-
logy was quite different from that of most training programs. 
Dr. Lerner told me many times that he believed the best way 
to learn something was to teach it to yourself, rather than hav-
ing it taught to you by someone else. Consequently, the resi-
dency program contained almost no didactic teaching and 
no assigned textbook reading. This represented a clear philo-
sophical choice by Dr. Lerner and the rest of the faculty for the 
education of dermatology residents, because when it came 
to teaching the Yale medical students, the department and its 
members continually received awards for their didactic lectur-
ing and teaching. For the residents, learning from Dr. Lerner and 
the rest of the faculty was almost always in the context of a par-
ticular patient, rather than springing from an abstract discussion 
of particular disease entities. This approach had two important 
consequences for me. The first was that Dr. Lerner and the other 
faculty treated the residents more as junior colleagues than as 
trainees. The second was that I vividly remember floundering 
until several months into my residency, when I finally began to 
develop my own frame of reference for understanding derma-
tologic conditions.
Although I learned a great deal of clinical dermatology from 
Dr. Lerner, what really stood out for me was his intense interest 
in people, his patience, his inquiring mind, and his self-con-
fidence without arrogance. He was constantly asking “why?” 
in response to my statements, or those of almost anybody else, 
because he wanted to understand the basis for our statements 
and thereby constructively challenged us to be clear in our own 
understanding and explanations. I initially mistook his soft-spo-
ken manner as reflecting a degree of aloofness, but I quickly 
recognized that he was eager to share his personal and family 
experiences, especially when he thought they might be rele-
vant to a discussion. One of my favorite stories was about how, 
when he was growing up, the other mothers would constantly 
brag to his mother about the achievements of their children, 
and, according to him, she chose not to compete with them for 
bragging rights because they didn’t interest her. Like his mother, 
Dr. Lerner was his own person directed primarily by what was 
important to him rather than what was important to others. His 
integrity and compassion, along with his pride in his family, left 
a deep impression on me.
It is well known that Dr. Lerner was deeply interested in pig-
mentation and its relationship to disease. My mother played a 
small role in this regard, as we have a family history of vitiligo, 
and my mother, whose disease was quite extensive, was also 
a long-term survivor of a deep melanoma. Her history, along 
with those of others, led Dr. Lerner to examine whether vitiligo 
might be associated with an improved melanoma prognosis.
After I left Yale and started my laboratory at the National 
Institutes of Health, Dr. Lerner remained interested in my pro-
fessional career, my family, and my happiness. Whenever we 
saw each other, at meetings, on visits he made to the NIH or I 
to New Haven, or during telephone conversations, he would 
make sure I brought him up to date on all three areas. He was 
especially supportive of my research career, in his consistent 
confidence in my capabilities and his continued encourage-
ment to challenge myself by tackling the most important sci-
entific and medical problems within my area of expertise. This 
abiding interest, from the only dermatologist who was a mem-
ber of the National Academy of Sciences, made a strong, lasting 
impression on me. However, I may have learned the most from 
him when, during a time of turbulence within my family, I was 
uncertain how to proceed. He told me that I needed to focus 
primarily on what would be best for my children. His wise 
advice and counsel served me well in that situation and many 
others. I am grateful for his having been an important mentor 
and friend who helped me professionally and personally.
Douglas R. Lowy
National Cancer Institute, Bethesda, Maryland, USA.
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Aaron Lerner Remembered
As everyone knows, Aaron Lerner was an astute clinician, an 
outstanding scientist, and an effective administrator. He did 
not write major textbooks, travel the old-boy lecture circuit, 
publish hundreds of scholarly papers, or join many clubs. Yet 
he may have been the most influential and widely respected 
dermatologist of the 20th century. How did that come to be? 
A few anecdotes and observations should help put a per-
sonal face on our thoughts regarding his unique position 
in dermatology.
Aaron Lerner had a long and long-lasting impact on our 
lives. As medical students, we found it hard not to notice that he 
had surrounded himself with a department of skilled physicians 
and successful scientists. Prior to his arrival in New Haven, it 
was rare to find a student entering Yale Medical School who 
wanted to become a dermatologist. Aaron’s exemplary depart-
ment (established well before the days of lifestyle consider-
ations) changed that for many. By the time Ellen was finishing 
medical school, she knew she wanted to be a dermatologist. 
We also knew that it was time to leave New Haven. Aaron 
and Marguerite’s fond recollections of their time in Portland, 
Oregon, and their high regard for Walter Lobitz as a chairman 
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may well have been the most important influences the Lerners 
had on our two careers. We came back to New Haven for 
Leonard to complete his clinical training in dermatology, after 2 
years in Portland and 3 at the NIH. When we arrived with a son 
named Aaron, many thought our Aaron had been named after 
Aaron Lerner. In a community where a man of Aaron Lerner’s 
accomplishments was widely recognized, there was no point 
in arguing that love of Aaron Copeland’s music had first drawn 
us to that name.
Family was extremely important to Aaron, and he expect-
ed it would be so for others. He could be fairly brusque with 
patients, spending no more than 5 minutes at a visit and 
peremptorily telling the resident to write a few prescriptions. Yet 
patients routinely left feeling well cared for, perhaps because 
he had inquired about the patient’s mother or son. He wanted 
to be current on all the happenings in the families of close col-
leagues, although friendship would not be the correct word to 
describe his relationship with many of those colleagues.
From the outside, at least, Aaron had a remarkable relation-
ship with his wife, Marguerite. As was the custom prior to the 
1960s, she energetically supported Aaron in all his activities, 
ranging from editing and improving his manuscripts to enter-
taining professional guests and, of course, being the primary 
parent. What was unusual for the time was the loyalty, respect, 
and public support he showed for her. Aaron vigorously sup-
ported her professional independence, going so far as to 
decline invitations to clubs and events that would not invite 
her as an equal. He publicly solicited her opinions on der-
matological cases and administrative issues, just as he would 
from other members of the faculty. Observing their relationship 
had a notable impact on us and undoubtedly on other medical 
professionals during the 1950s through the 1970s—the period 
during which parity was becoming established for men and 
women physicians.
If one word can describe a man, “curiosity” would be the 
word for Aaron Lerner. He was unabashedly curious about 
what made people tick and, especially, what made them suc-
cessful. There was hardly any human activity that did not merit 
his scrutiny; even the routine caught his attention. Sometimes 
you could not know whether he was passing judgment, just 
observing, or giving advice. “Len, you walk fast. You know, Len, 
people who walk fast have things to do.” But one could never 
be sure whether the object of the scrutiny was you or the sub-
ject at hand. We had a subscription to the same concert series 
that Marguerite and Aaron attended. If our paths crossed the 
following day, I could count on the question, “Len, what did 
you think of the concert?” As part of weekly grand rounds, he 
routinely inquired about the thoughts of others. Because the 
full-time faculty was rarely shy about offering diagnostic and 
therapeutic opinions, each week Aaron made a point of solic-
iting comments from one or two of the more reticent private 
attendings. He was particularly fascinated by the personal char-
acteristics and motivations of individuals who had achieved 
major accomplishments—whether in medicine, the arts, the 
sciences, or business. It is no accident that musings about 
Einstein and Newton were the subject of his most significant 
nonscientific writing. His study of their lives and work doubt-
lessly led to his oft-repeated “A lot of questions are not worth 
answering.” He once condensed his own experimental success 
to: “Ask a good question and have a quick, reliable assay.” Thus 
arose his gratitude and attachment to frogs, to whose skins he 
was eternally grateful for a quick and reliable assay.
Aaron was soft-spoken but not soft. As curious and seem-
ingly tolerant as he was of others’ personal career choices, as 
an administrator he could be abrupt and uncompromising. 
Those who grew up with accomplished fathers recognized 
the rules of the game: if you don’t do it my way, you still must 
do it exceedingly well. We believe that, to Aaron, academic 
departments did not exist to produce academicians but rather 
to allow outstanding people to reach their potential. Respect 
for one’s scientific or scholarly accomplishments was far more 
important in his academic marketplace than money—or even 
slavishly following in the footsteps of a great leader. When we 
entered the department, it was clear that he led an equal oppor-
tunity enterprise: equally high expectations for contribution to 
the local academic enterprise in terms of clinical effort, teach-
ing, and administrative work; equal opportunity for protected 
time to pursue scholarly work; equally low salaries. Weekly 
faculty meetings started at 7:30 a.m. before grand rounds, a 
social and educational event that Aaron took very seriously. 
Late arrivals for faculty meetings, some of whom had pressing 
agenda items, were greeted with “I don’t care when we start, 
as long as we finish on time.” He had a knack for getting under 
colleagues’ skin, in large part because of his dogged pursuit 
of issues and questions that interested him far more than they 
interested them. It took Leonard more than a year of careful 
diplomacy to extricate himself from a project exploring the 
role of cell-mediated immunity in vitiligo. Punctuality, active 
participation, and attention to detail regarding all department 
functions (including the rare party) were expected, prompting 
one exasperated faculty to remark, “With Aaron, it’s one strike 
and you’re out!”
Before the days when mentoring had become an end in 
itself, Aaron effectively used his influence and connections to 
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encourage and provide opportunities for personal and profes-
sional enrichment for everyone in his department. When an old 
friend of his, Shimon Glick, became dean of the Ben-Gurion 
School of Medicine in Beersheva, Israel, Aaron hatched a plan 
to have Yale dermatologists spend minisabbaticals there. After 
Aaron returned from his visit to Beersheva, at least three other 
members of the department took advantage of that opportunity, 
made possible by no personal agenda on Aaron's part, other 
than loyalty to his old friend. We think it fair to say that he did 
not think as deeply about mentoring as he did about many other 
topics. Yet if he deemed you worthy, he would make countless 
introductions and write famously pointed, albeit brief, letters.
Many of Aaron’s peers had long lists of service, scientific, 
and medical accomplishments and institutional honors. What 
set him apart?
First and foremost, the quality and impact of his scientific 
work are unquestioned. His remarkably numerous indepen-
dent scientific accomplishments are well cataloged elsewhere. 
His body of investigation always employed the best technology 
available and always represented solid science, even when the 
silver he found turned out to be platinum.
Second, he had an uncanny, perhaps unconscious, ability 
to identify himself and his professional life with major social 
concerns of the times. Whether this was part of a well-devised 
plan or a fortuitous juxtaposition of internal goals and external 
events, it was there for all who knew him and who were inter-
ested in the characteristics of leadership to observe and reflect 
upon. Those social concerns included the following:
• Color and race. He became recognized as the world’s 
expert on the biochemistry and regulation of skin 
pigmentation at a time when the social realities of color 
and race were being openly, publicly, and painfully 
scrutinized as never before.
• Globalization of science. As an administrator, he was not 
alone in his skillful use of people. But, to advance his 
scientifi c efforts, he became a leader in the globalization 
of the scientifi c enterprise. During the 1950s, others in the 
United States were still suspicious of Asians’ potential for 
quality scientifi c work. However, countries in the Far East 
were sending their best and brightest to this country in a 
determined way to emulate the scientifi c success here. 
Aaron was particularly open to collaborators and fellows 
from Japan and Asia, and that trust was handsomely repaid 
in both scientifi c success and international respect.
• Emergence of professional women. His respect and support 
for professional woman was a given to him but still foreign 
to many of his peers. To use one of his most favorite and 
enigmatic expressions, “It’s obvious.”
The third thing that set Aaron Lerner apart was that he was 
the right person in the right place at the right time to help lead 
and lend credibility to the national movement to raise the stat-
ure of dermatology at elite medical schools and in the larger 
biomedical community. He was one of the outstanding and 
loyal group of internists who were attracted to New Haven after 
World War II by Paul Beeson. Beeson’s biographer has noted 
that Beeson was to the second half of the 20th century what 
William Osler had been to the first half. Many of the individu-
als who passed through New Haven during Beeson’s time were 
to leave for positions of significance and importance elsewhere, 
and they maintained an almost inexplicable loyalty to Beeson’s 
style and high standards. Because of the broad impact of Aaron 
Lerner’s accomplishments as a skin researcher, and because of 
the quality of the clinicians he recruited to populate his own 
section, those peers from the earlier Beeson years could not 
help but be favorably disposed toward the movement to give 
this previously insular specialty greater institutional autonomy 
and national influence.
Aaron Lerner inspired people, not to imitate him or do his 
bidding (although he was certainly pleased to see that happen), 
but to practice his commitment to curiosity, independence, 
quality, and loyalty. It was a rare privilege to interact with such 
a man on an almost daily basis.
Leonard M. Milstone and Ellen B. Milstone
Yale University School of Medicine, New Haven, Connecticut, USA
Training with Aaron Lerner
I feel privileged to share with the JID readership some of my 
training experiences with Aaron Lerner. I met Aaron during 
my residency training at Yale, during a period in my career 
when I was particularly impressionable—and Aaron made 
quite an impression on me! I was fortunate to be training at a 
time when Aaron had time for me. This was during the later 
phase of his career, when he was less encumbered by admin-
istrative and leadership roles and perhaps more focused on 
what really mattered to him. He once told me, “When you 
work on administrative tasks all day, you feel you have been 
productive at the end of each day, but at the end of the year 
it’s hard to say what you have done. When you work in the 
lab, it’s just the opposite; at the end of a day it’s hard to see 
that you’ve made any progress at all, but by the end of the 
year you’ve made an enormous contribution.”
He also once advised me, “It isn’t such a bad thing that 
you live about 45 minutes from work. You can use that time 
to think—you’ll need some quiet thinking time for what you 
intend to do.” These words rang true then and are still with 
me today as I struggle to maintain an active laboratory in the 
face of increasing clinical and administrative responsibili-
ties and dwindling federal support for research endeavors. 
Aaron’s commitment to clinically relevant research, to stick-
ing with the more challenging, less immediately rewarding 
laboratory pursuits for the sake of the greater good, is a pow-
erful and enduring lesson.
In terms of his impact on my training, Aaron’s wise words 
were surpassed by his role modeling. He was never chatty 
with me; every conversation had a purpose, and the same 
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